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         The office looked exactly as Dan had thought it might. All glass panels, metal beams and revolving doors swallowing up and spitting out a parade of professional-looking types. Most of them staring at their phones instead of their feet. Inside, people milled around a reception area that was decorated with books no one would ever read, flowers that were ignored rather than enjoyed and stylish chairs that looked far too uncomfortable to sit in.

         Melrose and White took up four floors of a seven-storey block on New Fetter Lane. Two serious-looking women sat behind the austere beige stone reception desk, wearing formal black suits that made them look like funereal air stewards. Beside them was a burly bloke in a dark suit and with an earpiece that felt more necessary for a presidential bodyguard than a man checking passes in an office building.

         All of them regarded Dan with suspicion as he pushed through the revolving door, looked around for a brief few seconds, then left again like a lost tourist. Perhaps they thought he was up to something. He wasn’t; it was simply the supreme discomfort of a man who was just not used to being in their sort of environment.

         By virtue of the fact that he couldn’t see Anya anywhere, Dan assumed that he was the first to arrive. He’d got there ten minutes early, determined not to be late. Although if you counted the twenty minutes he spent camped out in a branch of Leon around the corner, it was actually half an hour. He went to check his phone, if only for something to do, but couldn’t find it inside his left trouser pocket, where it always was. Then he remembered that he was wearing a jacket – tired and slightly damp-smelling from months spent at the back of the wardrobe – and felt inside the breast pocket, finding it sat alongside his credit card and a receipt from the restaurant he’d eaten in the last time the blazer had been displayed to the public.

         No messages, of course. He opened a flight simulation app to drain some time and had only just begun taxiing an Airbus A380 towards the runway when he heard a voice call ‘Daniel?’ from the entrance to the building. He looked up from the plane that was now ready for take-off, and over at a tall, pale woman with short hair, dressed in a pair of tight black trousers, a light blue jacket over a white shirt and small heels. She was carrying an overstuffed black backpack, which seemed incongruous set against the formal outfit.

         ‘Charlotte,’ she said cheerfully, waving. ‘You are Daniel?’ 

         ‘Yeah. Sorry. Yeah. Well, Dan.’

         ‘Of course,’ Charlotte said, offering her hand. ‘I thought it must be,’ she continued. ‘Think we’re the first ones here. I’m just having a coffee. Do you want to come inside? It’s free. The coffee, I mean.’

         Dan nodded and followed her, immediately worrying that her cheerful disposition, the sunny-side-up attitude, might not be right for this sort of thing. Would she not need a bit more steel and rigour? Too late now, he supposed.

         ‘Urgh. This bloody thing,’ Charlotte said, dropping her rucksack before they sat down on the chairs that Dan had been right to think were too uncomfortable to sit in (too low down, too hard, not enough back support). ‘Weighs a ton.’

         ‘Paperwork?’ Dan said.

         ‘And the rest,’ Charlotte said with another laugh. ‘I’m staying for a couple of days. I don’t get up here much, so I thought I’d make a weekend of it.’

         ‘Right.’

         ‘The plan is Aladdin tonight, Tate Modern Saturday. And the Natural History Museum on Sunday. I want to see the dinosaurs.’

         ‘Sounds fun. Didn’t you say you live near Norwich?’

         ‘Ipswich.’

         ‘Of course.’

         ‘Yeah. So, you know, a bit of an event,’ she said, unclipping her water bottle from where it was attached by karabiner to her bag. ‘We were a bit surprised you asked us, really. Most of our cases are local.’

         ‘Yes. Well… your firm did such a good job with the… the…’

         ‘Conveyancing?’

         ‘Yeah.’

         ‘Well, it’s a different division entirely, really. Property’s a world away from family. Although, we do meet in the middle, I suppose,’ she said. ‘Ha!’

         ‘Right. Of course.’

         Dan and Charlotte both looked on as a tall man Dan was half sure he knew from the telly sat down opposite them. He could almost sense her need to ask him who he was and where she might recognise him from. And in fairness, he was a little curious himself.

         ‘It’s not there, by the way,’ Dan said. ‘The dinosaur.’

         ‘Sorry?’ Charlotte said, wrong-footed.

         ‘The dinosaur. The big one. Dippy or whatever his name is. He’s on tour.’

         ‘Oh. Okay. Well maybe I’ll do the Science Museum instead…’ she said. But Dan had stopped listening, seeing that Anya had arrived in reception and was standing at the desk to sign in.

         She looked well, wearing the dark blue jacquard patterned trousers she put on whenever there was a big meeting at work, and a white shirt under the beige trench coat that he’d once compared to Inspector Gadget’s. She’d straightened her shoulder-length brown hair and had the fringe trimmed recently so that it sat just above her eyebrows, bringing out her dark eyes. He also noticed the maroon lipstick she’d worn on a thousand date nights and dinners with friends.

         Matt – now her solicitor, previously their friend (ish) – was suited, clean-shaven and well-turned-out. Though Dan was pleased to see his belly straining slightly against his white shirt. A sign of his recent drift towards middle-aged comfort and the sale of his racing bicycle.

         ‘That’s her,’ he said to Charlotte. ‘Anya.’

         ‘Well, let’s go and say hello then, shall we?’ she said, walking over to meet Dan’s wife.

          
      

         For a second, Anya felt exposed. Matt was signing her in with one of the stern-looking receptionists, and here was Dan’s solicitor, marching over with her hand held out to shake while Dan lurked behind, hands in his trouser pockets and staring at the space between his unpolished, scuffed black brogues, dusty with the months they’d spent undisturbed on a shoe rack.

         ‘Matthew Barnaby,’ Anya heard, as Matt quickly stepped forward – the first line of defence between her and her husband’s legal representative.

         Matt shook his opposite number’s hand. Then Dan’s. It was strange to watch. They had been friends for years. Well, sort of. Things had always been a little fraught between them. Either way, she was sure Matt wouldn’t treat Dan like an adversary, as if he was any other divorce case. Dan was Dan. And at that moment, he was standing around and looking for all the world like a teenage boy picking his date up for a secondary school prom – visibly uncomfortable and out of place in his (relatively) formalwear, vaguely threatened by the adults in the room.

         It almost made her sad, seeing how hard he had tried to dress for this sort of thing. How he’d missed the mark with the dark blue chino trousers she had only ever seen him put on for funerals or meetings with the bank, along with the least weathered and worn of his checked shirts (yellow, blue and white) and the light grey tweed jacket he’d found in a thrift shop. His hair was messy but short – he’d cut it back since Anya had last seen him. The recent addition of a beard (a similar grey-brown blend) added weight to his thin face.

         The last time she and Dan had been together with Matt and his wife Emma was a few months ago, at a barbecue round a mutual friend’s house in Balham. Everyone knew that they were ‘working through some things’. No one knew that the work was about to stop.

         Now, Anya wondered if she’d made the right decision appointing Matt. He was good and reliable and doing it all for mates’ rates with a promise of no judgment. And yet here she was, opening the door to the most vulnerable hours of her life and giving him unprecedented access to the interior, domestic details of her marriage, her family and the fractures, cracks and dents across it all.

         ‘Charlotte,’ the woman in front of Anya said, pulling her back into the present.

         ‘Anya.’

         She tried to smile. But inwardly, she was wondering what kind of person Charlotte was. All that she knew was that Dan had hired her from the same firm that once did their conveyancing. No doubt he had panicked and not known where to turn, then called the only law firm he knew of.

         Then Charlotte turned away. And she made eye contact with Dan for the first time that day.

         ‘Hi,’ she said.

         ‘Hey,’ he replied, timid and hesitant.

         ‘Find it all right?’

         ‘Yeah. Just about.’

         Anya smiled and Dan smiled back. There was a so we’re really doing it, are we? energy about it.

         ‘Right,’ Matt said, stepping between them. ‘Shall we, then? Lifts are over here. We’re on the third floor. Not much of a view from there, I’m afraid. The family division tends to get the cheap seats here.’

         The four of them fell into pairs, as if they were walking to a table in a restaurant. But instead of staying beside Dan, as she almost always would have, Anya had Matt next to her. He was her partner for now. Another little Rubicon crossed in a process that seemed to involve constantly crossing thousands of the buggers.

         The ride up took around fifteen seconds before the soft voice of the lift announced ‘Floor three’, and Matt led them down a short corridor to a meeting room called Serenity. Glass-walled, but with blinds pulled down to protect the privacy of those inside.

         ‘And this is us,’ Matt said, opening the door to usher them all inside. ‘Home for the next couple of days.’

         There already was a woman of about forty-five, with a close-cropped afro and big, pink-framed glasses. She was sitting on one of five armchairs arranged around a low glass coffee table that was decorated with a terrarium housing some gravel and a cactus.

         The woman stood up and shook hands with Dan and Anya. ‘Margot,’ she said. ‘We spoke on the phone.’ But neither of them offered more than a vague, mumbled greeting that roughly approached ‘Hi’ in return.

          
      

         For some reason, Dan had pictured Margot completely differently from their fifteen-minute call the previous week. In his head, she was kind-looking, more maternal, with soft features. Not so severe as she turned out to be. When they shook hands, he noticed bony fingers and a loose, gentle grip.

         ‘Help yourself to drinks,’ Matt said, bustling around the room, laying out coasters on the coffee table and adjusting the lights. Dan wondered if it was a power play. Changing the conditions to suit him, like a home team might in a football match. ‘Coffee, tea, water. All here,’ Matt continued, gesturing to a unit that ran down the side of the room, which housed four glass jars full of those expensive teabags that come in some sort of fancy netting rather than paper, and a Nespresso machine with a choice of four different coloured pods. Dan regretted parting with almost three quid for a flat white not half an hour ago.

         ‘Thanks,’ Anya said, arranging her coat over the back of one of the armchairs and settling down as Matt delivered a coffee to her.

         ‘I’ll make sure we have some snacks for later. A little pick- me-up for the afternoon. Cakes or something.’

         She, Dan and Margot all muttered their gratitude and assent. 

         ‘There’ll be a mix. We always order too much.’

         Dan sat down directly across from Anya, as though they were about to arm-wrestle, not settle the finer details of the rest of their lives. Charlotte was next to him, sipping from a machine-made espresso. And Matt, opposite her, arranging papers and documents in plastic binders.

         A moment of silence fell on the room. Just for a second or two before Margot checked her watch, referee-like, and smiled.

         ‘Shall we begin, then?’

      
   


   
      
         
            THREE MONTHS AGO
      

            Westleton, Suffolk
      

         

         Anya stared into her wine glass – half-full of a white she’d been working her way through since they sat down an hour ago – as Dan did the same with a red. She picked it up, took a long drink and replaced it on the blue and white patterned ceramic coaster, the last of the set she’d bought back from Seville and had seen periodically chipped, cracked and smashed over the years. Next to it, her phone was face down on the chunky, solid oak dining table, itself decorated with cup rings, food and drink stains and the occasional line of felt-tip pen from when one of the kids had gone off the page with a drawing.

         She looked at Dan. In his regular chair at the nominal head of the table, in front of the big, brushed chrome cooker that acted as the centrepiece of the kitchen.

         ‘So we’ll do it, then?’ he said. ‘You know… it.’

         ‘I think so. It seems… I don’t know. It seems best, I suppose. For the best, I mean.’

         ‘Yeah,’ he said, quietly, then exhaled heavily through his mouth to steady his voice and shaking lower jaw.

         Neither of them had been able to say the word yet. Even though they’d both thrown it around liberally during their last few months of arguments, accusations and attributions of blame.

         Maybe we should just get a fucking…

         If you’re not careful, this’ll end up in…

         I swear we’d be better off if we got a…

         But now, with the process green-lit, the project signed off, actually uttering it felt impossible. So much easier to say as a threat or an idea than a confirmed plan. Like grounding a child or starting a war.

         ‘Fuck,’ Dan said. ‘I never thought.’

         ‘You never do. Do you?’ Anya said, trying not to look at the photos they kept on the windowsill that looked out on to the garden. One each of Martha and Edie. One of the four of them against the front door, taken at their house-warming party, a few weeks after they’d swapped their small house in Queen’s Park for this much bigger one in Suffolk. And one of their wedding day, just over a decade ago. Anya was wearing a dress she now thought looked dated (too low-cut across the front, no sleeves), he was in a rented suit, under which he wore one of his band T-shirts – The Wedding Present, naturally. Both of them smiling in a way that betrayed a certain confidence about how they’d weather the coming years.

         ‘Suppose not,’ Dan said, taking a sip. ‘Stupid question. But what happens now, then?’

         ‘I don’t know. Can’t say I’ve done it before.’

         ‘No. But, like, what do other people do? What did Carl and Tania do?’

         ‘Lawyers. Court. The lot. It wasn’t friendly.’

         ‘Oh yeah,’ Dan said, remembering that they were still some way from speaking terms. Two years on from their split and still transferring their kids in dead drops and conducting all conversations through testy WhatsApp conversations. ‘Peter and Gemma?’

         ‘It was nicer. Well, she says that anyway. No big day in court arguing every little thing. There was a lot of politics, though.’

         ‘Politics?

         ‘Kids. I mean, it’s probably impossible to do it and not fuck them up a bit. I think Barney’s in therapy.’

         ‘Seriously? What the fuck can a seven-year-old get out of therapy?’

         ‘Dan,’ she said, in that don’t judge someone until you’ve walked in their shoes way.

         ‘What about Luke and Nila?’ he said.

         ‘Mediation.’

         Dan let this one sit for a while. Mediation sounded kinder, less stressful than a full-blown, acrimonious courtroom battle of lawyers. In his head, couples who went through mediation were the kind who could still spend Christmas together or meet for coffee, and their new partners wouldn’t think it weird.

         But was mediation the right path for him and Anya? Or did he just want to think of them as the type of people who did that sort of thing? Well meaning. Ethical. Holistic, whatever that meant. Like part-time vegetarians, oat milk drinkers and hipsters who shop at farmers’ markets.

         ‘What do you think about that?’

         ‘Mediation?’ Anya said.

         ‘Yeah.’

         ‘Well, it sounds nice. Nicer, I mean.’

         ‘I know.’

         ‘Maybe,’ she said, not sure if he really meant that he wanted to try mediation, or if he was just saying it because she might like the idea. Which she did, actually. From what Nila said, it was a difficult process, but the steadying force in the room had at least kept her and Luke from hating each other in the end.

         True enough, the calm, centred way they were talking now suggested that mediation might work. That they could become the grey-haired couple who, thirty years ago, had traded in their marriage for friendship. But now wasn’t representative of who they had been over the last few months, with all the irretrievable insults thrown back and forth, along with a few plates.

         Was it common for mediating couples to have spent an evening feeling wretchedly guilty after their kids had presented them with a piece of paper reading please stop fighting – decorated with a crayon-drawn sun, moon, family portrait and a dog they had never owned?

         Did mediating couples have text message arguments that lasted upwards of three days because they couldn’t stand verbal communication with each other?

         Did mediating couples surreptitiously record conversations on their phones, just in case evidence might be needed during a subsequent row?

         The theoretical appeal of mediation aside, Anya couldn’t escape the sense that she and Dan were too far gone for all that. The wounds could be stitched up, but the scars would always be too painful to ignore.

         ‘We don’t have to decide now,’ she said, draining her wine glass and refilling it, enjoying this moment of calm acceptance so much that it felt worth extending.

         ‘No. Of course,’ Dan said, leaning back in his chair so that his belly just protruded from the tight grey T-shirt he was wearing beneath a tatty old cardigan he’d bought five years ago in order that it could become a tatty old cardigan. ‘But, like, what do we do now?’ he said, refilling his glass. ‘Now that it’s, like, decided, I mean.’

         ‘You mean telling people?’

         ‘Yeah.’

         ‘Well, I thought a Facebook announcement.’

         Dan laughed. ‘“It’s complicated”,’ he said, miming the scare quotes with his fingers.

         The laughter died quickly, both of them acutely aware that tomorrow would bring some of the worst and hardest conversations they would ever have.

         ‘I suppose the kids first,’ Dan said.

         ‘Of course. Then families.’

         ‘How do you think they’ll take it?’

         ‘Who?’

         ‘All of them, I suppose.’

         ‘God,’ Anya said, struggling to envisage the conversations she would have with Martha and Edie, then her mum and dad. Her mum would inevitably be angry and defensive, her dad understanding and kind.

         ‘Kids confused. Parents cross. What about your nan?’

         ‘Don’t know. I doubt she’ll be all that surprised. I didn’t have the best example, did I?’

         ‘Come on,’ she said. ‘You can’t blame that.’

         ‘I’m not,’ Dan said. She was right. The fact that he didn’t come from a nuclear family was no excuse for the fact that he’d blown up his own.

         ‘What about friends?’ Anya asked. ‘I was thinking not right away.’

         ‘No. Maybe tell a couple. Then let word, like, get around,’ he said. That was how these things worked, wasn’t it? Bad news was pinged from one friendship pod to another via shared connections and gossipmongers who ‘really ought to tell’ other people.

         ‘Sure,’ Anya said, envisaging the well-wishing, commiserating texts and calls she’d get.

         Then came the silence again, both of them sipping at their wine, looking at the flagstone floor, the big butler sink, the wooden kitchen cupboards. All those things that had enticed them into buying the house less than a year ago. Part of a new start that turned out to be more of a last hurrah.

         The way they were sat together reminded Dan of evenings they might spend playing cards or Scrabble. Occasionally chatting, mostly quiet but comfortable with it. This evening had a very different tenor to it. They were resigned rather than satisfied. Defeated rather than easy. But then at least it was peaceful. For a second, he even wondered if they were doing the right thing – was this a reminder that they could talk and laugh and be normal?

         Or was it that the pressure had been relieved?

         The admission that all had gone wrong – that the marriage was finally over – was a leveller. There was no need for each of them to bring out their worst selves to prove the other wrong.

         Three hours ago, it had all been very different. They had been arguing, storming out of rooms and storming back in again to finish a point or win a round. The volume of their voices rising and falling as they struggled to suppress shouts and swear words for the sake of the kids.

         That was a more accurate reflection of their marriage now than this gentle conversation about how to go forward, for all Dan wanted to think better of the two of them.

         Anya had finished her drink and was not reaching to pour another.

         ‘I think I’ll go up,’ she said, pushing her chair back and away from the table. He noticed that the big, oversized jumper she was wearing over her yoga gear was his, and wondered if she’d keep it when it was all done. ‘You don’t mind, do you?’

         ‘No. I’ll be a while,’ he said. ‘I’ll try not to make too much noise coming up.’

         ‘You can have the bedroom tonight,’ she offered. ‘If you want. I know the spare room’s a bit uncomfortable,’ she said, referring to the single bed, the half-decorated room, the boxes they were still yet to sort through and now likely never would.

         ‘It’s fine,’ Dan said, with a kind smile.

         ‘Night,’ Anya said.

         ‘Night.’

         She climbed the stairs, corduroy slippers against the dark red patterned threadbare carpet that reminded her of a pub.

         When she got to the top, Anya turned left, to the master bedroom, which hadn’t been theirs for five weeks now. Dan would turn right, to the spare room they’d told the kids he was sleeping in because of his back. And as she closed the door of the room, Anya sighed and began to cry. Downstairs, Dan did the same.

      
   


   
      
         
            NOW
      

         

         ‘Okay,’ Margot began. ‘I’ve spoken to you both individually. But I like to start these sessions with a little reminder of why we’re here.’ She handed both of them a stack of A4 pages, stapled together in the top corner.

         On the front, it read The Kinder Separation: a methodology from Margot Larkin. Anya had read it already when Margot had sent it over email after their call. Mostly, it seemed to be well meaning but vague philosophies about why families disband and how to do it, along with a less vague sales pitch for her book about couples therapy, sex and divorce.

         ‘Mediation is a way of ending the period of your life together that’s defined by your marriage,’ she said, clasping her hands together. ‘And beginning another period as two distinct, but connected, people.’ Her hands fell apart. ‘Here, we put people at the centre, and kindness… at the core,’ she concluded with a sort of satisfied smile, somehow placing more emphasis on her pauses than her words.

         ‘Great,’ Dan said under his breath. ‘That… that sounds great.’

         ‘Now. You both have decided to have a legally supported mediation,’ she said, with what Dan thought was a disapproving look at Charlotte and Matt. ‘This means that your representatives will have a full understanding of everything we discuss here. But it does also mean that there are extra people in the room. And, if I may, I would ask that you place your focus on each other as much as is possible.’

         They both muttered, ‘Sure,’ as though they were at a briefing for a parachute jump and were slightly too anxious to listen to the instructions.

         ‘As you know, my method is a blend of counselling and mediation. So in the course of our time together today and tomorrow, we’ll cover the emotional side of your relationship and the physical. We’ll go through how you want to manage your family and shared property when you separate. And how your relationship – your partnership – should look when you’re on the other side of this river we must cross together.’

         Margot smiled. Dan and Anya returned the gesture. Charlotte and Matt’s gazes were fixed to the papers they had on their laps.

         ‘Mediation is not about blame. Or scoring points off of one another for the things you each believe that the other did wrong. We’ll explore the past. But our focus is on the future only, and ensuring that we come to an understanding that is mutual, kind and created by you, not enforced on you. As we proceed, you will see me filling out some documents and taking notes. These will become the Minutes of Agreement and relevant forms your solicitors and I must lodge at court to obtain your decree nisi. There will also be a memorandum of understanding that stipulates the background to your separation. You will, of course, be given the opportunity to review all of these. Now, does anybody have any questions?’

         Anya shook her head. Dan said ‘No’ but only because the questions he did have would show everyone that he hadn’t read any of the material Margot had sent before the session and was really flying a bit blind.

         ‘Just a few preliminaries first. Now, Dan, you are Daniel Peter Moorcroft. Thirty-nine years old. Living in Suffolk. And you are a…’ She paused. ‘It says here: repair man.’

         ‘Sort of. I repair instruments. Guitars, mainly.’

         ‘Lovely. And Anya Siobhan Moorcroft, maiden name O’Hanrahan. Forty. Also living in Suffolk. And you are a writer,’ Margot said with a little inflexion that revealed her interest in Anya’s job.

         ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Kids’ telly, mainly. But other bits, too.’

         ‘Oh right,’ Margot said, now a little flat. Perhaps she had been hoping for an author or a journalist. Either way, she’d obviously not googled the two of them extensively enough to find the long IMDb page for Anya O’Hanrahan’s work. ‘Anything I might’ve heard of?’

         ‘A few things. I wrote—’ Anya began, then suddenly stopped. Dan knew that she was about to say his name. But she couldn’t bring Kelvin up this early in proceedings. ‘Snugglebugs,’ Anya continued hurriedly. ‘And a couple of episodes of Postman Pat.’

         ‘Hmm.’ Margot smiled. ‘And you both still live in, what we’ll call for the purposes of today, the family home.’

         ‘Well,’ Dan said. ‘Officially, yes. But I’ve not been there for a while now.’

         ‘Oh?’

         ‘No. We have another place. In London. The tenants moved out and we were looking for new ones. So I thought I might… you know.’

         Margot’s look suggested she didn’t.

         ‘Give them some space. Anya, I mean.’

         Margot didn’t reply. Instead, she scribbled something down in her notebook.

         ‘That’s okay, isn’t it?’ Dan said, now a little panicked and wondering what this might mean for the rest of the day. Charlotte knew, didn’t she? Dan was sure he’d told her.

         ‘Of course,’ Margot said, without looking up. ‘It’s good to know these things.’ She closed the notebook with her pen inside it, keeping her place. Then removed her pink glasses and fixed both of them in her gaze. ‘Now, to begin, I’d like you to both talk about how we arrived here. What caused what I’m sure was a strong, loving marriage to come to its end.’

         Everyone, it seemed, shifted in their seat. Except for Margot, of course. This sort of thing was a more mundane part of her day. Anya wondered if the two of them would be able to say or do anything to shock her, when Dan spoke up.

         ‘Well it was the tumble dryer thing, wasn’t it?’ he said, looking directly at her.

         ‘Sorry?’ Anya said, confused. As if Dan had chosen to open a play with a bit of ad-libbing.

         ‘That was it, wasn’t it?’ he continued. ‘The last argument we had before we decided to do… this.’ He looked over at Margot. ‘It was one of those silly things. I’d put a jumper in the dryer. Turned out to be cashmere. We had a row about it and it just sort of snowballed, really. One minute we’re bickering about me not paying enough attention. The next minute we’re bringing up every mistake either of us has ever made. Then we’re at the kitchen table talking about getting a divorce.’

         ‘Dan, I’m not sure—’

         ‘Thank you, Dan,’ Margot said, gently cutting Anya off. ‘It’s good to know… that. But what I am really looking for is for you to both explain how the marriage came to be here – what went wrong, I mean. Not the last argument you had before you chose to seek an alternative life situation. Although I understand that’s important, too.’

         ‘Oh,’ Dan said, feeling as he had done several times in school classrooms. ‘Sorry, I thought that…’

         ‘You’d be surprised how often it happens,’ Margot said, kind but clearly lying.

         ‘Right, I’ll go, shall I?’ Anya said nervously.

         ‘I can,’ Dan said. ‘If you want?’

         ‘No. No, it’s fine. Well, I suppose it was the… well,’ she said, with another regretful look at Margot. ‘The infidelity, really. Our… infidelity.’

         As soon as she said it, Anya was aware of how infrequently she used the word. Usually, she went with ‘cheating’. She had cheated. He had cheated. They had cheated, were cheaters, cheating on each other.

         ‘And I know,’ Anya continued, ‘that it’s a symptom. People do it because they’re unhappy in other ways. But I think, and I don’t know, Dan, if you agree with this. I think that if it was just the problems that made us unhappy, then maybe we could’ve worked it out. It was the… cheating,’ she said, relaxing back into the more familiar, colloquial term. ‘We just couldn’t recover from it.’

         ‘Dan?’ Margot said, like the host on a panel discussion.

         ‘Yeah,’ he said quietly. ‘Yeah, that’s true.’

         ‘Okay. So let’s start there, then. With the physical side of your relationship and how that contributed to the breakdown of your marriage.’

         Dan and Anya looked at each other, both unsure if they had really signed up for talking about this stuff in front of three people they’d really rather keep it well apart from.

         ‘Anya,’ Margot said. ‘Could I ask you to continue?’
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            FIFTEEN MONTHS AGO
      

            Queen’s Park, London
      

         

         Dan was midway through a service job when his phone buzzed.

         
            George: Hello mate. Long time and all that. Look, not my business to pry. But is everything all right with you and Anya?
      

         

          
      

         
            Dan: Yeah fine. Why do you ask?
      

         

         And instead of replying, George picked up the phone and called him.

         ‘Hello?’ Dan said, putting his tools down on his workbench and wedging his phone between his ear and shoulder as he cleaned his hands on an old T-shirt he used as a rag.

         ‘You all right?’

         ‘Not bad. What’s up with the cryptic message?’

         ‘Look. I wasn’t sure whether to even send you it. I feel like a fucking private detective or something,’ he said. George was, in fact, a partner at an advertising agency, the same one he’d joined as a graduate when he and Dan moved into a drafty, permanently unclean flat in Crouch End almost fifteen years ago. They were close friends. But of the type who saw one another maybe twice or three times a year.

         ‘What is it?’

         ‘Fuck,’ he said, audibly pained. ‘Right, I might be wrong. But I saw Anya earlier. She didn’t see me. And she was with someone.’

         ‘Oh. Yeah… fuck,’ Dan said. His stomach had lurched at the word someone, but he tried to disguise any discomfort. ‘Someone?’

         ‘Yeah. Someone. As I say, I don’t know what I saw properly. But they looked close. That’s all I’m saying.’

         Suddenly, signs were everywhere in retrospect. Making sure her phone was screen down against the couch. Adding a passcode lock to it for the first time ever. She had been staying away from home more, too. Attending shoots all over the place and meetings in Manchester, where it made more sense to stay over than to come home on one of the late trains that just about connected the two cities.

         She’d actually seemed a bit happier recently. Dan had mistakenly put that down to things improving a little between the two of them. Fewer arguments, one or two date nights, less irritability on both sides. Their marriage repairing itself.

         ‘Did you recognise him?’ Dan said.

         ‘Well, I thought I did. But it couldn’t have been.’ ‘Who?’

         ‘The bloke from the telly. The kids watch him. Irritating fucker. Captain something-or-other.’

         Kelvin, Dan thought.

         That made sense, too. They worked together a lot. Travelled together. And they got on well enough. Too well, it seemed.

         ‘Jesus,’ Dan said, dreading having to say his stage name out loud. Confirming it was happening. ‘Captain Funtastic?’

         ‘That’s him. But surely not?’

         ‘They work together.’

         ‘Shit, mate,’ George said after a moment. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t want to be the one to… you know.’

         ‘It’s fine, mate.’

         ‘As I said, I didn’t see them clearly. But…’

         The line went quiet.

         ‘Beer soon?’ George said, suddenly quite chipper. Like he had called to chat about football results or arrange their annual camping trip.

         ‘Sure,’ Dan said. ‘I’ll let you know when I’m next down.’ There was a brief, uncomfortable silence before they said their goodbyes. This had never meant to be part of their friendship – not in the deal. Dan sat down on the wooden chair he kept in his workshop shed.

         Captain Funtastic.

         Anya was having an affair with Captain Funtastic.

         He googled the name and was presented with a selection of photos and the Wikipedia page for the overly cheerful, lanky, tousle-haired kids’ television presenter whom she had been working with on and off for the past eight or nine years – her biggest career gig so far. She’d started as a writer on his show, proving her worth over the first couple of years before becoming an executive producer.

         At the same time, Dan’s own work as the owner of a guitar shop in Crouch End was winding down, and gradually they had swapped household roles – her working away and spending nights at her desk, him doing school runs and working from home fixing instruments to sell online. He barely left the house, she spent more and more time with a man who was, he knew, funny and charismatic as well as able to do a pretty decent pratfall.

         Captain Funtastic, though.

         The man Dan’s kids watched endless YouTube highlights reels of, as he went round farms, zoos and parks, making some blend of education and slapstick, and who was a seemingly irremovable part of children’s television. Who had been to their house, come to parties and met their friends. Whose real name was Kelvin Fisher, and who lived in an absurdly nice town house in Hampstead except during panto season when he’d be the star turn at some rep theatre in places like Aylesbury, Dudley and King’s Lynn for a few weeks. (Which at least explained why Anya had an unavoidable work trip to Lincoln in her diary.)

         As he scrolled through photos of Kelvin feeding sea lions, juggling and going down a slide in a play park, Dan thought about Anya’s movements over the past few months and if the affair might have been the motivating factor behind them. Were those nights away spent with him in hotel rooms after shoot days? Anya in lingerie. Kelvin having just removed the make-up and polka dot jumpsuit his character sported.

         And the truth was that almost every time she was away, Kelvin would’ve been there.

         The thing was that Dan had always considered children’s television presenters to be kind of sexless. So, while he knew that Anya was close to Kelvin, the thought that it might become anything more had never crossed his mind. Jesus, he couldn’t for the life of him imagine the Blue Peter and Newsround presenters he had watched growing up having private lives full of sex and booze and whatever else everyone else did. They were celibate, surely? Or, at the very most, strictly missionary position; sex to procreate.

         It was a surprise to find a raft of Mumsnet forums dedicated to how attractive Kelvin was. And to read the deeply speculative and woefully under-informed articles in the tabloids about his private life.

         Dan left his shed for their small kitchen, half-painted and with the floor unfinished after he had started a job he couldn’t find the time or will to finish. He checked the green blinking digital clock above the oven (2:56) and took a beer from the fridge.

         He wasn’t in the habit of mid-afternoon drinking. But it might steady his nerves before Anya got back from dropping the girls at their respective after-school football and gymnastics clubs.

         There was a decision to make.

         Either confront her when she got in, knowing that one or the other of them might have to leave a fairly pivotal conversation about the future of their marriage to pick up the girls forty-five minutes later.

         Or wait. Until the evening. When Edie and Martha would be asleep and they could go talk it out properly.

         But that meant going through all those family things they did and pretending nothing was wrong. Listening to the girls’ stories about their days and all the minor achievements, injustices and score settling life involves when you’re eight or six. Then dinner together as a family and their prolonged, argumentative bedtime routine.

         Confronting her felt too urgent, Dan thought, as he tipped the bottle of Moretti down his throat. But waiting required the kind of patience and ability to compartmentalise that he simply didn’t have.

          
      

         Around an hour later, Anya bustled into the small hallway. She was carrying two rucksacks, two book bags, a recently completed painting and a violin – in addition to her own handbag and a canvas tote in which a cake tin rattled against her lunch box.

         ‘Give me some help with all this crap, would you?’ she called out, not bothering to check if Dan was home because Dan was always home.

         She was lowering the violin to the floor, trying to be careful not to knock any of the pasta shapes off Edie’s painting, when he appeared in his tatty jeans, flip-flops and a white T-shirt on which the logo of a band she’d never heard of was just about visible.

         ‘You’re drinking?’ she said, surprised to see him holding a beer bottle by its neck. And not aware that it was his third of the afternoon.

         ‘Just one,’ Dan said, taking the painting and one of the book bags, then moving the violin so that she could make it through the hallway to the coat rack.

         ‘Dan.’

         ‘What?’

         ‘We said. If you were going to work from home, you couldn’t just do this sort of thing. You still have to have some sort of structure.’

         ‘Tough day,’ was all he said, turning away from her, walking past the stairs and towards the kitchen.

         Anya was tempted to ask how. It would be mean, she knew. But she often found it difficult to understand what could make a day fixing nice guitars or checking the reader statistics on his blog tough.

         She hung up her duffel coat and followed him through to the kitchen, where he was now sat at their little drop-leaf table, slouched with the beer in front of him. Anya opened the cupboard where they kept the kids’ snacks, unlocked the box where they kept the weekend-only treats and pulled out a Wagon Wheel.

         ‘Want one?’

         ‘Not for me,’ he said sullenly. Then, ‘Actually, no, yes. I will.’

         She frisbeed one over to the table, where it slid towards him like an air hockey puck. Knowing that he desperately wanted her to, she asked, ‘So what happened, then? Work thing?’

         ‘No. Work’s fine.’

         ‘Right.’

         He looked miserable. But Anya was struggling to figure out what else might have caused him some anguish.

         Family? Probably not – and if someone had died, he wouldn’t be playing this silly game of guess why I’m upset. Money maybe? But then she’d probably know, unless he’d been keeping something from her, like a whopping great credit card bill or that he’d remortgaged the house without her knowing.

         Maybe it was something more trivial? Or trivial to her at least. He’d spilled Vimto on one of his precious band T-shirts, or Newcastle United had sold one of his favourite players.

         ‘Are you going to tell me, then? Or do I have to guess?’ she said.

         ‘I spoke to George today.’

         Shit, Anya thought. George is ill. Cancer maybe. They were men of that age now. When things start going a bit wrong here and there. And George had never been the healthiest. Big drinker. Still smoking.

         ‘Oh?’

         ‘Said he saw you the other day.’

         ‘Where’s that, then? I don’t think I saw him.’

         ‘Soho,’ Dan said, sipping from the beer bottle. ‘You and Kelvin.’

         And right away, it all made sense. His sullen tone and dourness, the mid-afternoon beer.

         They’d been spotted.

         She had been worried that they were getting a bit lax recently. Too many affectionate touches in public. The occasional kiss or a few metres walked hand in hand. It was especially stupid to do it in London, where they were most likely to be found out.

         And so it had been.

         ‘Right,’ Anya said. ‘I see.’

      
   


  
   
    
     
      NOW
     

    

    
     ‘And could you tell me what happened then?’ Margot said. Matt was on the edge of his seat; it was almost as if he was enjoying the behind-the-curtain elements of his friends’ marriage being played for the court.
    

    
     ‘I came clean,’ Anya said, unsure if that was the right term for it. Coming clean was what criminals did. Not unfaithful spouses. Particularly when that lack of faith was at least in part understandable. She was already tired of talking about this chapter of her marriage, even if it was strictly very much outside of that marriage. And although she was desperate to avoid having to go over it again, she knew that she’d have to. They’d employed Margot for this sort of blister popping.
    

    
     ‘Tell me about the conversation.’
    

    
     ‘I said it was true. That it was me and… Kelvin. That we’d been together.’
    

    
     ‘How—’
    

    
     ‘A year. Well, almost a year. Sorry, but don’t you already know this? It’s in the stuff I sent you.’
    

    
     ‘I do. But the process is—’
    

    
     ‘Yes, sorry,’ Anya said. It was less than half an hour into the first day, and already she regretted hiring Margot. ‘The process. We were colleagues. Then friends. Then it just sort of happened, I suppose. Kelvin and his wife had split up the year before. Things weren’t brilliant between me and Dan. We were away on a shoot one night.’
    

    
     ‘Where?’ Margot interjected.
    

    
     Everyone around the table looked a little surprised at this. Process aside, it just felt like nosiness rather than legitimate professional interest.
    

    
     ‘Belfast. We’d been filming at the Giant’s Causeway and were flying home the next morning. The crew went out for dinner. Usually, the young ones stay out a bit, go to a few bars. But I was in a bit of a fuck-it mood, so I went, too,’ Anya said. ‘So did Kelvin.’
    

    
     Immediately, Anya was out of the office in Holborn and back in the bars and pubs of Belfast on that Saturday night. She remembered feeling like a different, younger version of herself, abandoning her choosiness about white wines to take whatever was on offer and getting involved with the rounds of tequilas. She had tied a rope around the knowledge that tomorrow would bring a hangover, a flight and childcare, then attached it to a stone and dropped it to the bottom of the ocean.
    

    
     She and Kelvin had stuck together throughout the early part of the evening, then surprised the assistants and runners by staying on for the next drink, the next bar and the noisy, pounding club at the end, where Anya couldn’t believe a room could be so bright and so dark at once.
    

    
     She recalled the slightly juvenile thrill of people recognising Kelvin. Though she denied it, proximity to fame always excited her. Even if Kelvin was primarily noticed either by hen party mums who
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

   
  

 




    Vážení čtenáři, právě jste dočetli ukázku z knihy The Brink.

    Pokud se Vám ukázka líbila, na našem webu si můžete zakoupit celou knihu.
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